Reduced number and function of CD4+CD25highFoxP3+ regulatory T cells in patients with systemic lupus erythematosus.
CD4+CD25+ regulatory T cells (Tregs) play an important role in maintaining tolerance to self-antigens controlling occurrence of autoimmune diseases. Recently, it has been shown that the transcription factor forkhead box P3 (FoxP3) is specifically expressed on CD4+CD25+ T cells. FoxP3 has been described as the master control gene for the development and function of Tregs. We characterized CD4+CD25+CTLA-4+FoxP3+ T cells in 43 patients with systemic lupus erythematosus (SLE). Twenty of them comprised a group of newly admitted patients with the first manifestations of the disease, and the second group included patients that were treated with cytostatics and steroids. The results revealed a significant decrease in CD4+CD25+ and CD4+CD25high T cells numbers in patients from group I compared with control and group II patients. Coexpression of FoxP3 on CD4+CD25+ T cells was significantly reduced in both groups regardless the therapy. The ability of Tregs to suppress proliferation of autologous CD8+ and CD4+ T cells was significantly reduced in both groups of patients compared to healthy donors. Our data revealed impaired production of Tregs in SLE patients that can be partly restored by conventional treatments.